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KROBEL ZHATRMAICEZRI N,

When I take a cab in London, I'm always amazed that the driver can
find their way around without a map or a GPS!, even though the street
system is not only big and sprawling? but also seems to lack any kind of
structure or logic. It's no coincidence that this is where I have been lucky
enough to land a particularly experienced driver — becoming a cab driver
in London is a big challenge and you must be able to memorize more than
20,000 streets and 50,000 locations. The knowledge bank that prospective
drivers 3 must acquire is so extensive that it's referred to as ‘the
Knowledge’. Although many spend years preparing, half of them fail.

The learning process is so extensive that it even creates measurable
changes in the brain! When researchers compared prospective cab drivers
training for Knowledge tests with their regular peers, there were no
differences in their brains before the learning period. However, when the
scan was repeated afterwards, they found that the brain's memory center
— the hippocampus* —had become larger in those who had passed the test!
In particular, the part of the hippocampus that is closest to the back of
your head (known as the posterior? hippocampus) had grown, which is
important for our ability to orient ourselves spatially. In contrast, in their
peers and those who had failed the test, the size of the hippocampus

remained unchanged.
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The hippocampus growing and becoming physically larger in response
to learning is an example of the brain being changeable, or plastict. We are
now beginning to understand why the hippocampus of prospective cab
drivers grows as they learn the streets of London. Driving without a GPS
in an unfamiliar environment activates both the hippocampus — which is
important for memory and locating yourself spatially — and the frontal
lobe” — which is involved in decision-making. In situations where we are
faced with multiple choices, such as a three-way junction, these areas in
particular light up. When we follow a GPS, on the other hand — receiving
instructions such as ‘in 20 meters, turn left’ or ‘at the roundabout?, take
the first exit’ — the hippocampus and the frontal lobe aren't activated in
the same way. The brain likes to save energy and therefore won't put effort
into something it doesn't need. Thus there is a risk that if we don't use
certain mental faculties, we might lose them.

As we delegate® more and more tasks to our phones and computers,
we might therefore suspect that we are gradually losing other mental
functions than just navigation. But maybe we are freeing up mental
capacity that we can use for something else? If you have a GPS that's
helping you find your way, you can focus instead on listening to a podcast!©
or thinking about a work problem. Well, maybe. But we can't outsource!l
everything. We need some knowledge to be able to relate to the world, ask

critical questions and evaluate information — especially in an age that's
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becoming more and more complicated. An increasingly complex society
makes us smarter but also seems likely to dumb us down!2 if we leave too
much of our thinking to computers and phones. This may have contributed
to the trend of declining 1Q that we are seeing in Scandinavia.

Many jobs will disappear as a result of automation and artificial
intelligence. Those that are left will probably require us to concentrate.
Ironically, concentration is both the thing we need most in a digital world
and the thing that such a world erodes!s.

‘The modern world with an overabundance!* of data is both confusing
and harmful to the mind’ — the prominent Swiss scientist and polymath!5
Conrad Gessner warned early of the negative impacts of modern
technology. Very early. He wasn't referring to mobile phones or the Internet
but to the printing press, and his warning was issued in the mid-sixteenth
century. During the expansion of the railway in the nineteenth century,
there were prophets6 of woe!?” who warned of a ‘railway madness’.
Travelling at speeds beyond 20 miles per hour was so unnatural, they said,
it would result in nausea!8, mental anguish!® and even trigger violent
outbursts! A few decades later, it was the telephone that was considered
the devil's invention, attracting thunderstorms and evil spirits. These
fears were so widespread that telephone companies sometimes struggled

to recruit operators to work the switchboards. In the 1950s, people feared
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that TV sets were having a hypnotic2® effect!

Perhaps our fears of how our digital lifestyle might affect the brain
are the equivalent of railway madness, haunted phones or being
hypnotized by the TV. It's the same knee-jerk?! complaints from the
doomsayers?? ahead of every new technological change! That is, of course,
possible, but there is a case to be made for taking our current concerns
seriously. Unlike before, we now carry our new technologies with us
everywhere we go and interact with them virtually around the clock.
Nobody sat on a train for six to seven hours a day. No one talked on the
phone for six hours daily or carried a TV around in their pocket. The fact
that we use mobile phones and computers more or less constantly is what
sets the situation apart from previous technological revolutions.

The brain is an organ that never ceases to amaze with its ability to
adapt to the world around us. Given this malleability?® — the brain's
plasticity — it would almost be strange if our 24/7 2¢ digital lifestyle didn't

have a powerful effect on us.

(Adapted from Anders Hansen, The Attention Fix: How to Focus in a
World that Wants to Distract You)
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